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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
A cultural resources records search and field survey and paleontological assessment were conducted for 
an approximately 12-acre project area within the Cactus Road Site as part of closure procedures for a 
landfill facility.  The project area is located 15 miles southeast of central San Diego in the Otay Mesa area 
(Figure 1).  Closure procedures for the landfill include excavation of designated portions of remaining 
natural surfaces within the property to further cover the existing area of waste fill.  The records search 
and survey were performed for ENV America of Irvine. 
 
 
LOCATION AND SETTING 
 
As shown on the U.S. Geological Survey 7.5’ Otay Mesa Topographic Quadrangle (1955; photorevised 
1971; photoinspected 1975), the project area is located in Township 18 South, Range 1 West, and 
Section 33 of the San Bernardino Base and Meridian (Figure 2).  Approximately 37 acres in size, the 
overall Cactus Road Site is block-shaped and encompasses nearly all of the southeastern quarter of the 
northwestern quarter of Section 33.  More specifically, the project area is located on the westerly side of 
Cactus Road, between Otay Mesa Road and Airway Road, about 1.25 miles north of the United States - 
Mexico International Border.   
 
The Cactus Road Site consists of three adjoining properties, including the larger Sesi parcel (formerly 
designated as the Tripp Salvage Landfill) along with the smaller Barnhart and Dantzler parcels (Figure 3).  
The Sesi parcel consists of 33.25 acres, while the Barnhart and Dantzler parcels consist of 3.16 and 0.91 
acres, respectively.  The three properties are collectively referred to as the Cactus Road Site.  The area 
of existing waste fill is located in the northeastern portion of the overall site (Figure 3). 
 
The Cactus Road Site is situated at the head of Spring Canyon, a southwesterly-draining tributary of the 
Tijuana River.  This portion of the canyon has been filled with waste material.  The surrounding 
topography reflects the essentially flat nature of Otay Mesa.  Uplifted marine and river terraces are 
common landscape features in this region.  Massive flooding of the Tijuana River in 1891 inundated low-
lying areas and likely resulted in deposits of fluvial silts and sediments in these areas (Harden 1998:422).  
Native vegetation on the mesa consists of sparsely distributed coastal sage scrub, while Spring Canyon 
contains denser phreatophyte (deep-rooted) riparian growth. 
 
 
PREHISTORIC BACKGROUND 
 
San Diego County prehistory stretches back to the end of the Pleistocene epoch (or Ice Age) about 
10,000 years ago (BP), and continues through the Holocene (current epoch) until historic times, or about 
200 BP.  This chronology is generally divided into two periods, Early and Late.  The Early Period 
encompasses a long span of time, from about 10,000 to 1,300 BP.  The Late Period lasted from 1,300 to 
about 200 BP.  The cultural sequence is described in terms of archaeological cultures or complexes of 
distinct artifact assemblages from certain periods in prehistory. 
 
The earliest complex, San Dieguito, was originally thought to represent Early Holocene (7,000 to 10,000 BP) 
big game hunters who moved to the San Diego County coastal area from the Great Basin when warmer, 
drier conditions at the end of the Pleistocene resulted in desiccation of interior pluvial lakes (Warren 1967).  
Because large projectile points were found at a San Dieguito site known as the Harris site (SDI-149), it was 
presumed that big game hunting continued on the coast into the Holocene.  However, coastal sites dating 
to this period, such as SDI-10965 and SDI-9649, indicate that a wide range of plant foods, smaller 
terrestrial mammals, fish, and shellfish were being exploited.  Low population densities made for relatively 
little competition for resources.  Small groups probably moved freely throughout the coastal area and 
Peninsular Ranges to locales where the best resources were available.  SDI-9649 may have served as 
an Early Holocene residential base for several seasons each year.  
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The La Jolla Complex (Rogers 1939; Harding 1951) represents the material culture of people who 
occupied the San Diego County coastal region between 8,000 and about 3,000 BP.  Most La Jolla sites 
are located around lagoons which began filling with sea water near the beginning of this period, as sea 
levels rose with melting ice remaining from the Pleistocene.  Shellfish from these lagoons served as an 
important food source.  La Jolla sites contain fire-affected rock features (probably hearths).  Common 
tools include chipped core-cobble implements and Elko-Eared projectile points, along with abundant 
manos and metates for grinding seeds and other plant foods.  
 
Few sites in interior San Diego County date to the period from 3,000 to 1,300 BP.  During this time, 
coastal lagoons began to fill with silt, reducing or eliminating important shellfish yields.  Little is known 
about settlement and subsistence during this period of San Diego County prehistory, and this apparent 
reduction of human activity has been regarded as a transition between the occupations of earlier, more 
mobile groups and later, more sedentary peoples (Moratto 1984).   
 
The Late Period (1,300 to 200 BP) is characterized by larger populations, a more sedentary settlement 
system, and more intensive use of available resources.  The large villages occupied almost year-round 
seen by the Spanish in AD 1769 developed during this period.  In southern interior San Diego County, the 
Late Period is marked archaeologically by the Cuyamaca Complex, representing cultural materials of the 
protohistoric Tipai or Southern Diegueño (see Waterman 1910; Davis 1919; Spier 1923; Kroeber 1925; 
Drucker 1937, 1941; Luomala 1987; see also various articles by DuBois, e.g., 1907).  Recently, Tipai 
people have called themselves Kumeyaay, referring to their homelands in southern San Diego County. 
The archaeology of the Yuman-speaking Southern Diegueño shows a strong continuity with earlier 
La Jolla materials, along with the advent of steatite and ceramic artifacts, including vessels for 
cremations.  Bedrock mortars indicate that acorns emerged as an important food source during this time.  
Markedly labor intensive to prepare, acorns were added to the diet relatively late in prehistory when 
increasing numbers of people required additional sources of calories, as well as a durable food which 
could be stored.  Obsidian was also more commonly used, and smaller projectile points indicate use of 
the bow and arrow, rather than the earlier atlatl or throwing dart. 
 
 
HISTORIC BACKGROUND 
 
In 1769, the Gaspar de Portolá land expedition arrived in the San Diego area from New Spain (Mexico), 
and Mission San Diego de Alcalá was founded as the first Spanish mission in Alta California.  Although 
Spanish maritime explorers had visited the southern California coastline much earlier, the establishment 
of Mission San Diego represented the first Spanish settlement in the Alta California territory, inaugurating 
the Spanish Period in California (1769–1822). 
 
The Spanish practice of granting large tracts of ranchlands was continued during the Mexican Period 
(1822–1848 ) after Mexico’s independence from Spain in 1822.  The nearest of these to the project area 
was the Otay grant, extending to approximately one mile north of the project area.  The 6,658-acre Otay 
grant was originally conferred to Magdalena Estudillo in 1829, with the neighboring Janal grant of 4,437 acres 
given to her brother Jose Antonio Estudillo the same year (Avina 1932:39; Cowan 1956:55; Rush 1965:8; 
Pourade 1963:63).  Otay was expanded and re-confirmed to Magdalena Estudillo in 1846. 
 
The United States took control of the California territory after the Mexican–American War of 1846–1848 
and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, marking the beginning of the American Period (1848–Present).  
With the coming of statehood for California in 1850, San Diego County was established as one of the 
original counties into which the new state was divided (Coy 1973:220-224; Marschner 2000:24-41).  At 
that time, the area designated as San Diego County included nearly all of present-day San Diego, 
Imperial, Riverside, and San Bernardino Counties, as well as a small portion of present-day Inyo County. 
 
The discovery of gold near Julian in 1869 drew additional settlers to the region (Ellsberg 1972).  The 
National City and Otay Railroad began construction of a line in the area in 1887 (Dumke 1944:270).  
Large-scale efforts to irrigate Otay Mesa began in 1888, when the Otay Water Company was formed, and 
the area has remained largely agricultural through recent times (Dumke 1944: 239; McPhail 1979:106). 
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METHODS 
 
Cultural Resources 
 
A cultural resources records search was obtained from staff at the South Coastal Information Center at 
San Diego State University (Appendix A).  The cultural resources records search provided data on 
previous cultural resources investigations conducted within a one-mile radius of the Cactus Road Site, as 
well as on all cultural resources documented within one mile of the project area.  Results of the records 
search are detailed below. 
 
A systematic archaeological field survey of designated portions of the Cactus Road Site was performed 
on June 29, 1999 by Richard Shepard, M.A., Senior Archaeologist of Chambers Group, Inc. (Appendix B).  
The foot survey covered surfaces within the property that are currently planned for grading or borrow 
excavations.  These surfaces included the level area in the northwestern part of the property, slopes 
adjacent to the western waste fill limit, the canyon bottom between those slopes, and an area near 
Cactus Road immediately south of the entrance gate (Figure 4).  The survey was conducted using 
parallel north-south transects 15 meters wide in level terrain; in sloping areas, similarly-spaced transects 
were oriented according to the topography.  Ground visibility in these areas ranged from good (on slopes) 
to poor (in the canyon bottom); visibility in the flat area to the northwest was fair, due to moderately dense 
weeds and shrubs that have taken hold following discontinued agricultural activity. 
 
Paleontological Resources 
 
In addition to the cultural resources records search, a search of paleontological collections and archives 
was conducted by Hugh Wagner, Ph.D., Collections Manager of the Department of Paleontology at the 
San Diego Natural History Museum (Appendix D).  The paleontological search provided data on 
geological formations and known fossil localities within a one-mile radius of the Cactus Road Site. 
 
The paleontological assessment of the Cactus Road Site was derived from the archival and collections 
data search and based on the locations and context of documented discoveries in the general area as 
well as the potential for fossil discoveries in the project area.  A paleontological field investigation of the 
Cactus Road site has not been undertaken.   
 
 
RESULTS 
 
Cultural Resources Records Search Results 
 
The records search completed by the South Coastal Information Center (SCIC) at San Diego State 
University reported that at least 14 archaeological investigations have been documented within one mile 
of the project area (see Appendix A).  However, records of archaeological resources for this area suggest 
that more studies have taken place in the immediate vicinity of the project area than are currently on file 
at the SCIC. 
 
The results of the records search showed that Spring Canyon and the general Otay Mesa area were 
heavily used during prehistory, with at least 21 prehistoric archaeological sites and six isolated prehistoric 
artifacts documented within one mile of the Cactus Road Site.  The 21 prehistoric sites are summarized 
below in Table 1. Many of these resources are clustered around the Spring Canyon network of drainages.  
A particularly large site, CA-SDI-7208, is centered just east of Cactus Road.  This site appears to 
encompass an extensive habitation deposit, CA-SDI-11,424, located immediately east of Cactus Road 
near the head of Spring Canyon (Kyle and Tift 1995). 
 
A smaller prehistoric site, CA-SDI-11,423, has been recorded within the Cactus Road Site project area 
and is discussed in more detail below. 
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Table 1 
Prehistoric Archaeological Sites Recorded Within 1 Mile of the Project Area 

  
 

SCIC Designation 
 

 
First Recorded 

 
Site Type 

 
Site Description 

CA-SDI-6941 03 / 06 / 79 Habitation/camp Dense lithic deposit w/shell 
CA-SDI-7208 08 / 31 / 79 Lithic scatter Lithic deposit, dense in places 

CA-SDI-10,185 12 / 02 / 83 Habitation/camp Dense lithic deposit w/midden, hearths, and 
faunal remains 

CA-SDI-10,186 12 / 08 / 83 Lithic scatter Moderately dense lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-10,187 12 / 08 / 83 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-10,188 12 / 08 / 83 Habitation/camp Dense lithic deposit w/shell, shell artifact 
CA-SDI-10,189 12 / 05 / 83 Habitation/camp Moderately dense lithic deposit w/shell 
CA-SDI-10,190 12 / 06 / 83 Habitation/camp Light density lithic deposit w/shell 
CA-SDI-10,196 12 / 08 / 83 Habitation/camp Light density lithic/shell deposit 
CA-SDI-10,616 09 / 00 / 86 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-10,618 09 / 00 / 86 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-10,619 09 / 00 / 86 Lithic scatter Moderately dense lithic deposit w/midden, 

shell, and ceramics 
CA-SDI-10,621 09 / 00 / 86 Lithic scatter Varying density lithic deposit, habitation area 
CA-SDI-11,080 12 / 21 / 88 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-11,423 01 / 07 / 89 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-11,424 01 / 07 / 89 Habitation/camp Dense lithic deposit w/midden, shell, tools 
CA-SDI-11,680 06 / 20 / 90 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-14,082 02 / 24 / 95 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-14,092 03 / 25 / 95 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-14,093 03 / 25 / 95 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 
CA-SDI-14,094 03 / 25 / 95 Lithic scatter Light density lithic deposit 

 
 
CA-SDI-11,423 was first recorded in 1989 as a low density scatter of prehistoric lithic artifacts, including 
10 tertiary flakes produced from black porphyritic andesite and green Santiago Peak metavolcanic 
materials.  The recorder noted that CA-SDI-11,423 had undergone extensive agricultural disturbance and 
that most of the artifacts were observed in a dirt road adjacent to planted fields.  The recorder also noted 
that the site had been discovered through archaeological survey methods and that no subsurface testing 
was conducted.  The location of the site was given as “1400 feet south of Otay Mesa Road (Hwy 117) 
and 900 feet west of Cactus Road on the mesa edge overlooking Spring Canyon to the south” (Cook 
1989), corresponding to the northwestern portion of the Sesi parcel within the Cactus Road Site project area. 
 
The results of the records search also showed that four historic sites have been recorded within one mile 
of the Cactus Road Site project area.  None of these are located within the project area itself.  These 
historic sites are summarized below in Table 2. 
 
 

Table 2 
Historic Site Locations Recorded Within 1 Mile of the Project Area 

 
 

SCIC Designation 
 

 
First Recorded 

 
Site Type 

 
Site Description 

P-37-015980 09/26/97 Historic location Ca. 1900 farmstead (unnamed) site 
P-37-015982 09/26/97 Historic location Ca. 1900 Schroeder/Geyser/Stark 

farmstead site 
P-37-015987 00/00/96 Historic location Ca. 1913 Dallet farmstead site 
P-37-015988 00/00/96 Historic location Ca. 1889 St. John’s Lutheran Church and 

cemetery site 
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Cultural Resources Field Survey Results 
 
Archaeological site CA-SDI-11,423 was relocated in the location initially recorded by Cook (1989).  The 
site is situated on the level mesa area in the northwestern portion of the Sesi sub-parcel within the overall 
Cactus Road Site (Figure 5).  The 10 tertiary flakes observed during the initial documentation of the site 
were not relocated, probably due to agricultural disturbances, as noted by Cook (1989).  However, a low-
density assemblage of other prehistoric artifacts was observed during the recent survey by Chambers 
Group.  These included three large primary flake tools with modified and/or utilized edges, one large 
secondary flake tool with utilized edge, and a non-utilized primary flake (all of green metavolcanic 
material).  Also observed was a small multidirectional core made from a primary flake of dark 
metavolcanic material.  Existing vegetation of moderate density may obscure other artifacts.  The 
differences in the assemblage observed by Cook in 1989 and that by Chambers Group in 1999 are likely 
due to the effects of agricultural activity during the intervening ten years. 
 
No additional archaeological or above-ground historic cultural resources were observed during the field 
survey by Chambers Group.  A eucalyptus windrow is located near the northern boundary of the Cactus 
Road Site, stretching roughly 200 feet in a north-south orientation along the western edge of the Barnhart 
parcel and extending across the northern boundary of the Sesi parcel.  Some eucalyptus windrows in the 
general area have been identified as contributing elements to historic farmsteads when a direct 
association between the trees and other elements of a specific farmstead (such as structures) is evident.  
For example, eucalyptus trees associated with additional elements of the historic Dallet farmstead (see 
Table 2) have been identified east of Cactus Road (Kyle and Phillips 1996).  No such association, 
however, is evident for the eucalyptus windrow present within the Cactus Road Site, and no additional 
elements of a specific historic farmstead are apparent (structures in the immediate area are not of historic 
age).  Furthermore, the trees themselves are not especially large and do not appear to be of historic age.  
 
Paleontological Resources Records Search Results 
 
The Cactus Road Site project area is underlain by three geological rock units, as follows: 
 

 Upper: Lindavista Formation (Pleistocene, 1.8 million to 10,000 years ago) 
 Next: San Diego Formation (Pliocene, 5 million to 1.8 million years ago) 
 Lower: Otay Formation (Oligocene, 39 million to 23.5 million years ago)   

 
First and uppermost, the surface of Otay Mesa at this location is underlain by the Lindavista Formation, 
containing coarse conglomerates of Pleistocene age.  Second, the San Diego Formation represents a 
marine deposit of Pliocene age.  Third, the Otay Formation occurs as a thick sequence of Oligocene age.  
All three formations that underlie the project are known to produce terrestrial invertebrate and other fossil 
types, and all three are considered to be of high paleontological sensitivity.   The San Diego and Otay 
Formations have a high probability of containing significant paleontological resources, while the 
Lindavista Formation has a somewhat lower probability.  The nearest documented locations of fossil 
discoveries are more than one mile from the project area.  Fossils in these locations occurred in the 
San Diego Formation and consisted of marine invertebrates and leaf impressions in sandstone and 
siltstone (see Appendix D). 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The location of archaeological site CA-SDI-11,423 corresponds in part to the proposed location of a 
borrow area to be excavated as part of closure procedures for the Cactus Road Site.  Because the site 
will be impacted by the proposed excavations and landscaping activity, CA-SDI-11,423 should be tested 
to determine its eligibility for the California Register of Historic Resources (CRHR) as required by 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines Section 15064.5. Chambers Group recommends 
implementation of an archaeological test program by a qualified archaeologist that includes, at a 
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minimum, (1) a systematic surface collection, (2) a series of shovel test probes (STPs) to determine the 
horizontal and vertical boundaries of the deposit, and (3) a minimum of two 1- by 1-meter controlled 
excavation units to better assess the nature and composition of subsurface cultural deposits.  
 
The archeological test program will determine whether the site is significant under CEQA.  The 
significance of archaeological sites is weighed against their potential to answer specific research 
questions by yielding data important in prehistory or history.  If the results of the test program show that 
the site is significant under CEQA, then further evaluation in accordance with the County of San Diego 
Resource Protection Ordinance (RPO) shall be conducted.  If the site is shown to be significant under 
RPO criteria, then the resource must be preserved in consultation with the County of San Diego Staff 
Archaeologist.  If the site is shown to be not significant under RPO, but is shown to be significant under 
CEQA, Chambers Group recommends avoidance of the site.  If the site cannot be avoided because of 
engineering or other construction constraints, Chambers Group recommends that a qualified 
archaeologist be retained to perform data recovery mitigation prior to initiation of construction activities 
and to perform monitoring of construction-related activities in the area of CA-SDI-11,423 during the 
grading and cutting phase of the project.  Chambers Group also recommends that a qualified 
archaeological monitor be present when any areas of undisturbed native soils adjacent to Cactus Road 
are graded, due to the proximity of archaeological site SDI-11,424 immediately east of the project area. 
 
In addition, Chambers Group recommends that a qualified paleontologist be retained to monitor 
construction activities within the sensitive geological formations as discussed.   
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